University of Central Florida

STARS
Electronic Theses and Dissertations, 20202022

Online Engagement in Graduate Technical Communication
Education
Tabatha Kless
University of Central Florida

Part of the Technical and Professional Writing Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/etd2020
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Masters Thesis (Open Access) is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations, 2020- by an authorized administrator of STARS. For more
information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

STARS Citation
Kless, Tabatha, "Online Engagement in Graduate Technical Communication Education" (2022). Electronic
Theses and Dissertations, 2020-. 1233.
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/etd2020/1233

ONLINE ENGAGEMENT IN GRADUATE
TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION EDUCATION

by

TABATHA KLESS
B.S. University of Central Florida 2017

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Master of Arts
in the Department of English
in the College of Arts and Humanities
at the University of Central Florida
Orlando, Florida

Summer Term
2022

Major Professor: Jane Vaughan

© 2022 Tabatha Kless

ii

ABSTRACT
In this study, I conducted a content analysis to investigate engagement in online graduate
technical communication programs. I wanted to evaluate this topic because online learning and
engagement evolve, so it is fitting to evaluate how educational policies, learning methods, and
technology have developed in technical communication education. The content analysis
consisted of coding course material from three technical communication courses, mostly
assignment descriptions, and instructions based on the language in the documents. I found
strategies that develop skills 21st century technical communicators should have, such as
discussions, service learning, and research papers.

iii

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I want to thank my thesis committee - Dr. Vaughan, Dr. Johnson, and Dr. Stephens - for
all the support throughout this project. Every piece of feedback I received helped me become a
better researcher and writer, and I truly appreciate the time and effort you have taken to guide me
through this journey.
I want to thank my husband for motivating me to pursue graduate-level education and
encouraging me every morning, afternoon, and night that I spent working on this research
project.
Thank you, mom and dad, for instilling a passion for education and learning throughout
my life. I wouldn’t be where I am without you.
Thank you to the teachers who have inspired me in some way: Mrs. Ross, Mrs. Frew, Mr.
Celis, Professor Terry, Dr. Scanlon, and Dr. Fogarty. I was so fortunate to be a student of these
amazing educators.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF FIGURES ..................................................................................................................... viii
LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... ix
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1
Research ...................................................................................................................................... 3
Engagement ................................................................................................................................. 3
Technical Communication Education ......................................................................................... 5
Diversity, Social Justice, and Inclusion ...................................................................................... 6
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................................... 11
Engagement ............................................................................................................................... 11
Technical Communication Profession ...................................................................................... 13
Linking Academy to Industry ................................................................................................... 14
Technical Communication Education ....................................................................................... 16
Social Diligence and Cultural Concepts in Technical Communication .................................... 18
Learning Communities in Online Education............................................................................. 20
Critical Engagement with Technology...................................................................................... 22
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 25
Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 25
Selection Process ....................................................................................................................... 25
v

Data Collection.......................................................................................................................... 26
Rationale for Content Analysis and Qualitative Research ........................................................ 27
Design of the Study ................................................................................................................... 28
Data Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 28
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS .............................................................................................................. 32
Observations .............................................................................................................................. 32
Cognitive Engagement in Technical Communication Classrooms ........................................... 34
Social Engagement in Discussion Activities............................................................................. 36
Academic Engagement .............................................................................................................. 38
Students’ Use of Technical Communication Technology......................................................... 39
Overlapping Engagement Strategies ......................................................................................... 42
Gradings Scales and Assignment Values .................................................................................. 42
CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................... 46
Summary ................................................................................................................................... 46
Observations .............................................................................................................................. 46
Research Question #1 ............................................................................................................ 46
Research Question #2 ............................................................................................................ 48
Limitations ................................................................................................................................ 50
Implications for Practice ........................................................................................................... 51

vi

Assignment Types ..................................................................................................................... 52
Instructor A: Technical Editing ............................................................................................. 52
Instructor B: Visual Technical Communication .................................................................... 52
Instructor C: Visual Technical Communication .................................................................... 53
Instructor D: Technical Editing ............................................................................................. 54
Instructor E: Technical Writing, Theory and Practice ........................................................... 55
Recommendations ..................................................................................................................... 58
Future Research ......................................................................................................................... 60
APPENDIX A: EMAIL TEMPLATE FOR INSTRUCTOR CONTACT ................................... 62
APPENDIX B: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD EXEMPTION LETTER ....................... 64
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................. 66

vii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Questions 1-4 of Discussion 2. ...................................................................................... 57
Figure 2. Questions 5-9 of Discussion 2. ...................................................................................... 57

viii

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1. Content Analysis Sample ................................................................................................ 31
Table 2. Reviewing Technical Communication Course Description............................................ 34
Table 3. Identifying Cognitive Engagement ................................................................................. 35
Table 4. Identifying Social Engagement ....................................................................................... 37
Table 5. Identifying Academic Engagement ................................................................................ 39
Table 6. Identifying Examples of Educational Technology ......................................................... 41
Table 7. Evaluating Technical Editing Grading Scale - Instructor A ........................................... 43
Table 8. Evaluating Visual Technical Communication Grading Scale – Instructor B ................. 43
Table 9. Evaluating Visual Technical Communication Grading Scale – Instructor C ................. 43
Table 10. Evaluating Technical Editing Grading Scale – Instructor D ........................................ 44
Table 11. Evaluating Technical Writing Grading Scale – Instructor E ........................................ 44
Table 12. Instructor E’s Week 5 Reading List .............................................................................. 50
Table 13. Instructor E’s Week 4 Reading List .............................................................................. 56

ix

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The technological developments of learning in postsecondary education have created
opportunities and challenges for students and staff in all subject areas, particularly in technical
communication. The growth of the technical communication profession has given interested
students and expert faculty ideas to review and research as the demands of technical
communication have changed dramatically over the past decade. According to Kimball (2017),
technical communicators are being sought after not only for their writing and editing skills, but
also for their expertise in evaluating rhetorical situations, using technology to interact with
diverse audiences, and resolve human problems (p. 352). Currently, the issue of effective online
teaching has garnered more research into constructive strategies, pedagogy, and professional
development to facilitate students’ mastery of the content their instructors have taught and to
ensure college and university faculty are ready to transition from in-person teaching to online
education. For instance, Friess and Lam (2018) encourage technical communication instructors
to incorporate social media in their classrooms so they can establish learning communities while
engaging in a tool that is widely used in multiple occupations (p. 331). James (2020) supports
constructive pedagogy in which students transfer the theoretical knowledge they learn in class to
real-life situations, such as internships and team projects (p. 637). Due to this exciting evolution
of technical communication, the need for effective training and education becomes more
imperative.
It is more important than ever to understand and research the implications of online
education, especially in technical communication because it is a hands-on, participatory
profession that requires education to be more engaging and applicable to what students
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experience in their future careers, whether they are website designers, information architects, or
editors. Kahu (2013) discusses four research perspectives that influence the construct of
engagement: behavioral, socio-cultural, psychological, and holistic. With these perspectives,
Kahu (2013) creates a framework that demonstrates how student engagement is affected by
multiple factors, such as students’ motivation, instructors’ pedagogy, and institutions’ curriculum
(p. 766). Kahu (2013) acknowledges the complexity of investigating student engagement, but
further search results in a deeper understanding of how instructors encourage and motivate
students to retain what they learn in the virtual classroom and exercise those skills in their future
endeavors.
Therefore, this thesis project focuses on the following topic: engagement in
postsecondary, online technical communication courses. As I researched this topic, I identified
and assessed new, engaging practices that post-secondary educators can implement into their
courses to prepare students for their careers. I directed my assessments towards graduate
programs because the financial, professional, and personal investment is more costly for
students. Melonçon (2009) claims that there is a greater responsibility for institutions to advocate
for the quality of their graduate programs, as students are making accommodations with their
jobs, spending less time with family, and taking on more debt to obtain a master’s degree (p.
145). My objective was to discern academic concepts that help students acquire an array of skills
for a technical communication profession, including marketing, writing, and collaboration.
Taking these ideas into account, my research questions are:
1. How are technical communication course assignments designed to engage
students in academic, social, and cognitive ways?
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2. What strategies are technical communication instructors applying in their
online, graduate classrooms that could prepare students for their careers in
technical communication?
Research
The following section synthesizes my initial research to provide context for
understanding engagement in online technical communication courses. The priority of my
research focuses on three forms of engagement - academic, social, and cognitive - as well as
qualitative studies that serve as the foundation for this project. Current learning theories,
engagement strategies, and collaborative digital tools function as supplemental subjects
throughout this introduction, literature review, and methodology sections.
Engagement
Student engagement is an ever-evolving concept that instructors define differently, and as
learning practices change, there are new strategies that are associated with them to engage a new
generation of students. Zhoc et al. (2019) attempt to create a foundational understanding of
engagement in the article “Higher Education Student Engagement Scale (HESES): Development
and Psychometric Evidence.” First, they explain why student engagement is essential in the
classroom: “the value of student engagement that has attracted the attention of educators and
researchers as studies have consistently shown the positive relationship between student
engagement and improved learning outcomes, including academic performance, general abilities,
cognitive development, self-esteem, psychosocial development and student satisfaction” (Zhoc et
al., 2019. p. 220).
There are five factors that Zhoc et al. (2019) declare to be the focal points of student
engagement:
3

1. Academic Engagement: observable behaviors to obtain the basic threshold of learning
and includes online technologies.
2. Cognitive Engagement: internal investment and desire to secure a deeper understanding
of the course content.
3. Social Engagement with Peers: interaction with other students, such as discussions and
group projects.
4. Social Engagement with Teachers: availability of instructors to facilitate learning.
5. Affective Engagement: students feeling of belonging in the institution (Zhoc et al., 2019,
pp. 224-226).
Since this study concentrated on technical communication assignments, students’ feelings
and motivations were impossible to analyze. I combined social engagement with peers and with
instructors because they include interaction and collaboration, regardless of whom students are
engaging with. Bolliger and Martin’s (2018) text validates Zhoc et al.’s (2019) research by
identifying academic, social, and cognitive engagement principles within three modes of
instruction: learner-learner, learner-instructor, and learner-content. Strategies that are embedded
with these engagement principles, according to the Bolliger and Martin’s (2018) study, include
student presentations, peer reviews, instructor-created videos, multimedia content presentation,
and realistic scenario work (case studies, presentations, research papers) (pp. 574-575). These
two texts share the foundations of engaging education, and Bolliger and Martin extend the ideas
of Zhoc et al. (2019) with specific strategies applied in the virtual classroom. With regard to
technical communication training, the instructor must determine which form of engagement academic, social, and cognitive - take precedence over the others; for example, in a technical
editing course, the instructor may find that academic and cognitive engagement are more
4

pertinent. It is important to acknowledge that one assignment could apply to different forms of
engagement, especially when there are multiple steps involved, and when the evidence was
coded, the same assignment appeared in different parts of the content analysis. However, a
course in usability testing requires students to expand their skills in collaboration, so there is
attention to social engagement with their peers and their instructor, especially if the project is
complex. Instructors want their activities to present realistic workplace scenarios in an online
learning environment. Overall, Bolliger and Martin’s (2018) three modes of engaging instruction
- learner-learner, learner-instructor, and learner-content – correlate with academic, social, and
cognitive engagement that I investigated in this research. Crabtree, Briggs, and Woratschek
(2021) establish the notion that even though in-person and virtual education have noticeable
differences, engagement is a fundamental factor in shaping students’ involvement, cooperation,
and learning in any classroom. Regardless of the discipline and academic level, teachers with
varying degrees of experience grapple with suitable and practical strategies to apply into any
classroom to assist students in creating meaningful connections with the course material.
Technical Communication Education
Curriculum designers, deans, and program associates should continue to create new
curriculum and revisit current curriculum that adheres to the principles, goals, values, and
behaviors of the technical communication profession: commitment, innovation, integrity,
professionalism, respect, transparency, open communication, inclusion, and leadership (STC).
When technical communication students acquire these principles, they can help users become
self-sufficient:
•

Greater efficiency by providing performance support systems and documentation to
insure repeatable, high-quality employee and customer performance
5

•

Accelerated user adoption as well as increased user satisfaction and loyalty by making it
easier to use products and services effectively

•

Reduced liability and risk through effective communication of safe and correct processes
(STC)

Keeping these principles in mind, technical communication instructors should organize their
classes appropriately so their students can meet the demands, responsibilities, and expectations
of the profession.
Diversity, Social Justice, and Inclusion
Diversity, social justice, and inclusion are not the primary topics for this research project,
but they carry great weight within the field of technical communication. In a growing country
with more people with different ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, technical communicators
need to be cognizant of language, images, and content that degrades, insults, or misinforms
marginalized groups, and initiate conversation and advocate for corporate policies that offer
inclusive texts and guidelines to promote an accepting organization. Although diversity is not a
marker or area of study for this project, I can recognize patterns of advocacy and equitable
language within the curriculum and content, which could be embedded in academically, socially,
and cognitively engaging strategies. For example, instructors could assign readings that address
cultural issues within the technical communication, or they could assign activities which require
students to reflect, discuss, or evaluate socially diligent topics.
Jones (2016) describes social justice technical communication as assessing how
communication can amplify marginalized people if people respect each other, and collaboration
is involved to take appropriate action (p. 347). One of the key issues that Jones (2016) addresses
is the structure of social, economic, and political constructs that contribute to oppression, but she
6

does mention this issue is not simply one-dimensional. Considering the scope of technical
communication, educators must consider the current socioeconomically diverse world we live in,
the expectations of the profession, and the responsibility of the web designer, editor, and project
manager. Technical communicators are supposed to design, create, and edit documents that
enhance the user experience by informing and persuading them, and the documents are supposed
to adhere to ethical standards of respect towards people of diverse backgrounds.
Jones (2016) offers specific approaches to incorporating social justice by describing a
decolonial approach: “A decolonial approach or developing a ‘decolonizing framework’ means
‘taking apart the story, revealing underlying texts, and giving voice to things that are often
known intuitively do[es] not help people to improve their current condition’” (p. 350). Feminist
theory is another learning approach that could impact learning in the technical communication
classroom as Jones (2016) proclaims feminism aims “to examine and foster ways to promote
gender equality” and encourages “action and potential ways to redress miscarriages of justice
and equality by privileging silenced voices and marginalized points of view” (p. 352).
Regardless of the approach an educator takes to instruct their students, Jones (2016) wants
educators to communicate with their students that they must defend, uplift, and show compassion
for all marginalized groups and give them the chance to express their opinions when they work
together on a project. Feminist and decolonial methods demand responsiveness to language
norms, consideration for various technological experience, and empathy towards the
sociocultural perspectives of users. One of my research questions - what current, contemporary
strategies are technical communication instructors applying in their online classrooms with the
intent to prepare students for their careers in technical communication - pertains to the issue of
diversity because equity, tolerance, and inclusiveness is evident in the workplace.
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Gonzales and Baca (2017) are also devoted to integrating culturally and linguistically
diverse elements in technical communication education not only for potential users, but also for
current students. Their research argues that technical communication programs should
reconstruct curriculum and adapt to a shift in workplace diversity. If students learn to be
cognizant of how marginalized groups are exploited and mistreated, they can better serve as an
advocate for those groups while maintaining the expectations and responsibilities of their work.
Gonzales and Baca (2017) explain that
Concepts like Sun’s (2012) ‘user-localization’ push technical
communicators to consider the complexity, creativity, and expertise that
global users bring to technology design. Often, user-localization practices
can inform developer design strategies, illustrating how users manipulate
tools and platforms to meet their own communicative practices. Thus, user
experience research, particularly in global contexts, has the potential to
help online TPC instructors localize platforms and communicative
practices to the emerging needs of our TPC students (p. 276).
Technical communication should no longer be exclusively concerned with local, regional, and
national partnerships. Rather, because of the acceleration of technologies such as digital
marketing, social media, and web design, globalization has become more relevant in this
profession, and instructors must be aware of this transition as they plan lessons and activities for
their students who want to be successful technical communicators in a growing, diverse world.
Gonzales and Baca (2017) analyze the technical communication curriculum in The
University of Texas at El Paso, which addresses the inclusion and diversity by incorporating it
into hybrid learning. They share guidelines that highlight UT’s emphasis on culturally sensitive
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edification in technical communication: moving beyond a ‘course on culture,’ (re)positioning
linguistic diversity as an asset, and faculty training for translation and community partnerships
(Gonzales and Baca, 2017, pp. 280-282). By emphasizing the need for diversity, insisting on
training that best serves students, and embedding every course with culturally inclusive material,
instruction, and assignments, technical communication instructors lay the groundwork for
students who must advocate for every user.
Jones (2016) and Gonzales and Baca (2017) urge educators to be professionally and
ethically responsible for incorporating inclusive content into their curriculum as their students
collaborate with colleagues from different backgrounds, and they design documents and
advocate for users who may not be skilled in online platforms due to cultural and linguistic
contexts. Technical communication instructors who offer students the proper socially relevant
activities prepare students for being flexible and adaptable in the workplace.
By researching engagement in online technical communication programs, I hope to
contribute to the academic community as well as the technical communication profession itself.
It is important to note how virtual education is expanding throughout the country, Hewett and
Bourelle (2017) write that “22 U.S. colleges and universities offered online degree programs in
2005,” and I am sure that this number has increased substantially, which makes this project more
impactful.
With appropriate and mindful planning from instructors, technical communication
students can have the tools, skills, and courage to design and create products that effectively
presents information to any user of any academic, social, and economic circumstance, but
instructors need to prepare their students for possible scenarios in the workplace, and educators
who provide socially, academically, and cognitively engaging curriculum can challenge and
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influence students to become diligent workers, open-minded teammates, and accomplished
technical communicators. Technical communicators should be confident confronting public
disputes within online communities and constructing tools and resources for users to cultivate
meaningful knowledge that they can apply in their own lives.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
This section reviews literature regarding engagement in online technical communication
classrooms. The goal of this review was to grasp the state of the technical communication
profession, the drastic changes of online instruction, and the new practices that educators are
employing in their profession. In the literature review, I found trends in civic mindset,
educational technology, and learning transfer.
Engagement
Engagement is a subjective, interpretive concept: every educator in any level of academia
has their own definition of what engagement means, but it is still critical to communicate the
common principles and strategies associated with this term. Zhoc et al. (2019) describe student
engagement as the quality of effort students devote to purposeful activities that contribute
directly to desired learning goals provided by instructors (p. 221). The NSSE adds to Zhoc et
al.’s (2019) definition by explaining engagement includes how institutions employ their
resources and organize their curriculum to encourage participation and effort. There are five
forms of engagement defined by Zhoc et al. (2019): academic engagement, social engagement
with peers, social engagement with instructors, cognitive engagement, and affective engagement.
I condensed the five modes of student engagement for this research project by focusing on
cognitive and academic engagement, and then combining social engagement with peers and
faculty into one component. Since I focused on online instruction, I disregarded affective
engagement because of the difficulty of measuring students’ emotional response to their
involvement in the institution.
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Trinidad et. al (2020) consider engagement of strategies and effectiveness of those
strategies by designing a matrix which categorizes strategies based on four positions: effective
and engaging, unengaging but effective, engaging but ineffective, and unengaging and
ineffective (p. 167). To put this into context, Trinidad et. al (2020) share a set of strategies that
could correlated with each of the four positions:
•

Effective and engaging: recitations, lectures where the teacher engages with the class, use
of real-life applications and examples, and use of exercises and drills in the classroom (p.
164).

•

Unengaging but effective: the practice of slow and repetitive lectures, having a series of
quizzes, and individual research (p. 165).

•

Engaging but ineffective: pure memorization (p. 166).

•

Unengaging and ineffective: student reporting, graded recitations, and boring lectures (p.
166-167).
It is important to define the three types of engagement: social, academic, and cognitive.

Social engagement prioritizes student-to-student interaction, as well as student-to-instructor
consultation; this can take the notable form of weekly discussions, writing conferences, and peer
evaluations. Academic engagement is the basic comprehension of the course material, and this
can include the tools and texts that teachers assign their students. Based on the information in the
literature review, academic engagement strategies include, but are not limited to, wikis, effective
textbooks, and Miro boards. Academic engagement prepares students for cognitively engaging
tasks because students must understand the core content before expanding their proficiency in
the course. Cognitive engagement emphasizes realistic workplace assignments and scenarios and
confirms complete mastery of the course content, and this involves service learning, community
12

partnerships, and document design. Since engagement is subjective for teachers and students, I
preferred to research what instructors believe, based on their expertise, how social, cognitive,
and academic engagement strategies are applicable to students’ long-term professional goals.
Kahu (2013) shares optimism about educators’ ability to provide engaging instruction for
students by reiterating “the clearer our understanding of student engagement and the influences
on it, the better positioned we will be to meet the needs of students, to enhance the student
experience, and to improve the educational outcomes,” (p. 769) which is one of the key elements
of this study. When students complete learning objectives established by the instructor, they
continue to cultivate the skills necessary to meet their professional demands.
Technical Communication Profession
Technical communication is an exciting career path that merges STEM and humanities
disciplines. Like any other profession, technical communicators are adapting to new
responsibilities and tasks due to emerging technologies. Hackos (2005) elaborates on the
responsibilities of a technical communicator’s position; simply put, they “manage, research,
review, communicate, write, edit, and design, and they acknowledge that audiences are important
to their work” (p. 274). Even though the foundational responsibilities have not significantly
changed, there are cultural and social shifts in communication and the technology used to
communicate with clients, users, and colleagues.
Kimball (2017) discusses the shift in the technical communication profession towards a
social conscience, mentioning “not all human communication is technical communication—but
technical communication is a large and growing part of human communication. We are all
technical communicators” (p. 341). To contextualize technical communication, STC describes
the profession as communicating specialized topics and providing instructions using technology.
13

Tolley and Kim (2004) express that the technical communication profession is more than just
technological skills; being marketable entails effective organizational, interpersonal, and
analytical skills that give professionals the ability to communicate with clients and audiences and
collaborate with colleagues to create a product suitable for those audiences (p. 378). Considering
these concepts, Hackos (2005) shares responsibilities technical communicators can have in their
position, including content management, topic-based structured authoring, translation
management, and enhancement of product usability (p. 275).
On the website for the Society for Technical Communication, its Job Bank page
illustrates the various positions technical communicators in 2022 can have: project management,
public relations, and research support, and they can work for companies in architecture,
landscaping, government contracting, healthcare, and even philanthropic foundations. For
educators, the endless number of professional prospects for technical communicators can be
overwhelming and daunting, but given the rise of communication technologies, there should be
more enthusiasm. Technical communication is necessary for any business or organization if they
need to distribute usable products and make users’ experiences with the product easier and more
productive (STC). This is important for students because relevant, engaging strategies instructors
incorporate in their curriculum could prepare students for any of the aforementioned professions
or a similar one. Regardless of the profession, students’ becoming technical communicators must
take the guidance and instruction from their education to produce documents and information
and for users of all backgrounds.
Linking Academy to Industry
Depending on the institution, program, and course itinerary, educators must apply the
appropriate strategies for students to acquire the skills necessary to succeed in whatever
14

profession they choose. The relationship between academy and industry is an indicator for
economic and professional success and gives students a sense of pride. However, depending on
the academic program, students feel that their education did not prepare them for the positions
and responsibilities in their jobs.
Melonçon (2009) reflected on the rise of employment in the technical communication
profession, but she asked tough questions regarding technical communication students and their
job prospects post-graduation. Do graduates feel that they are prepared for their jobs? Do
graduates feel that they received sufficient return on their investment? Are hiring managers
satisfied that program requirements match their advertised skills requirement (Melonçon, 2009,
p. 145)? Educators who know what employers need in a technical communicator are prepared to
equip students with the appropriate skill set. Then, graduates feel competent and prepared
because their teachers were proactive and what they need to join the workforce.
The transfer of learning to industry is a priority in higher education, but programs may be
apprehensive with variation in subject matter. Green (2013) comments that “generating a
uniformity to university programmes that may ignore local context and recognise only ‘best
practice’ approaches to managing curricula and instruction” (p. 366). Cognitive engagement can
be an effective way to transfer skills students acquire in their education to their potential jobs
because they can practice adaptability and versatility, which is a desired skill in any workplace.
Fredericks et al. (2004) complements Zhoc et al.’s (2019) study by describing cognitive
engagement as students exert more mental effort, create more connection among ideas, and
achieve greater understanding of ideas (p. 64). Effort, persistence, and endurance are
fundamental qualities of cognitive engagement because developing these qualities requires
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students to go beyond the basic understanding and develop higher-order thinking skills that are
applicable in their professions.
James et. al (2020) indicate that cognitive engagement in the context of real-world
experiential learning is a rigorous, intricate, and essential element in distance education, and their
research discusses strategies, support, and technology to design real-world learning through
online edification (p. 637). Although textbooks and discussion are adequate tools to help students
learn important subject matter, real-world experience elevates the education process because
students would be putting paper to practice, emphasizing the relationships between academics,
engagement, and transfer to industry. Students can learn from required readings, practice new
skills in simulated activities that engage students, and gain experience in their education. James
et al. expands on this concept by identifying three skills students can acquire: “applying domain
knowledge to a real-world project, managing team collaboration, and demonstrating effective
project and industry sponsor management” (p. 638). Cognitive engagement goes beyond basic
comprehension as students develop critical thinking, problem-solving, and project management
skills that technical communicators need to thrive in their profession. With these skills, students
who pursue a career in technical communication become versatile with the means to complete a
project in any discipline.
Technical Communication Education
Since the purpose of this study is to evaluate online engagement in graduate technical
communication education, it is imperative to discuss the evolution of pedagogical practices,
content, and emerging technology related to this field. Brumberger and Lauer (2020) assert that
technical communication programs need to move beyond traditional approaches to authorship
and concentrate instead on problem solving for various purposes and delivery modes (p. 332).
16

instructors who engage students with appropriate readings, strategies that are parallel to technical
communication duties help students’ flexibility and awareness in multiple, professional contexts
(Brumberger and Lauer, 2020, p. 332). Student technical communicators must be acclimated to a
profession which relies heavily on becoming an expert in project management, communication
technologies, and usability, but instructors must closely examine strategies that are suitable for
students’ academic growth.
Allen and Benninghoff (2004) identify standards technical communication educators may
consider in their attempt to address the professional changes in technical communication
education: “(1) critique the design, uses, and effects of technologies as you also teach their uses
and (2) help our students develop a professional identity and recognize the theoretical expertise
they bring to the workplace” (p. 180). As a means of facilitating “on-the-job” application of
skills taught in the classroom, Rush Hovde and Renguette (2017) create a four-level framework
that can guide instruction for technical communication educators: functional, conceptual,
evaluative, and critical (p. 397). Instructors need to design a curriculum that encourages elevated
levels of student involvement while requiring students to use communication technology. They
advocate for this framework, especially in developing digital literacy because instructors teach
students “how to think about the contexts in which the tools are used, how to use and understand
concepts that can be transferred to different contexts, and how to learn new tools quickly” (p.
399). As students continue in their programs and attain more skills, they start to notice an
“evolution of skills” (Dyke Ford, 2018, p. 340), which gives them the confidence they need to be
successful technical communicators, but instructors must plan accordingly and know current
trends in communication technologies.
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Faculty support is imperative for curriculum development. Over the course of a ten-year
span, Hewett and Bourelle (2017) emphasize that more professional support and development
are needed to refine technical communication practices. They clarified instructors who were
disappointed in the lack of faculty support said that it “can lead to poor teaching, low
expectations for students and for an online course, and insufficient retention of experienced
instructors at a time when [online writing instruction] continues to grow” (Hewett and Bourelle,
2017, p. 218).
As a potential resolution for more faculty support in technical communication education,
Chong (2016) supports usability testing classroom materials as a form of professional
development: “by collectively contributing to and encouraging a more productive discussion
about our usability practices in the classroom, we will be able to shed some light on how we can
better equip our students to not only be advocates for but also the practitioners of a user-centered
approach” (p. 23). The transfer of knowledge between instructor and student is crucial for
students’ professional successes, so instructors who are prepared can create engaging pedagogy
and see the learning as a shared project in which the goal of both parties is to prepare students for
responsibilities associated with the technical communication profession, including design
principles, digital literacy, and civic engagement. (Milburn-Shaw and Walker, 2017, p. 62).
Social Diligence and Cultural Concepts in Technical Communication
Technical communication profession has the unique responsibilities of balancing a
diverse array of technology, subject matter, and the humanistic side of communicating with
audiences. Technical communication education prioritizes teaching editing, writing, and
designing skills, but Eble and Gaillet (2004) advocate for students’ developing a civic mindset so
they can engage with local, national, and international communities (p. 34). Technical
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communication instructors have to implement socially, cognitively, and academically engaging
strategies to teach students about the concepts of social injustice, humanism, and diversity in the
technical communication profession because they will encounter these issues in the workplace.
Allen and Benninghoff (2004) provide context regarding the humanistic and rhetorical
perspectives required by technical communicators in saying rhetorical theory concerns
evaluating socio-cultural elements of a writing situation, such as the readers’ background and the
text within a particular setting, (p. 180) and that includes examining the ways in which readers
are experiencing systematic discrimination. Jones (2016) implores that if technical and
professional communicators are “truly concerned with the legitimacy of [their] field (a
humanistic discipline), [they] must also acknowledge that it then becomes necessary to directly
engage with issues of injustice, inequality, and dehumanizing forces” (p. 347). Since these issues
are integral in all facets of life, engagement in education strengthens social competencies that
technical communicators need to advocate for audiences, clients, and users from diverse
circumstances.
Scholars are also apprehensive due to the lack of representation and diversity within the
academic technical communication community. Dayley (2020) reviewed survey responses by
college students of color, and he found that “21 respondents (39%) indicated they ‘strongly
agreed’ that there weren’t many faculty who looked like them in their programs and 8
respondents (15%) indicated that they somewhat agreed that there weren’t many faculty who
looked like them” (p. 59). Gonzales and Baca (2017) extend this conception by referring to
sociocultural differences in communication: “as we continue developing contemporary TPC
programs online, finding opportunities to embed training in translation and multilingualism will
become increasingly valuable, in the training of our students and of our faculty” (p. 282).
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Instructors who incorporate humanistic perspectives in their courses should purposefully
incorporate inclusive content, reading material, and activities that require students to be
cognizant of the linguistic, cultural, and social constructs of the clients, colleagues, or audience.
Learning Communities in Online Education
One of the more significant caveats of online education is the lack of social interaction
among students, who may not have the opportunities to work on skills involving conflict
resolution and academic discourse. If students see that their instructors are incorporating
purposeful pedagogy regarding collaboration and engagement, they may be more inclined to
participate and communicate with their peers and instructors. However, face-to-face interaction
is not the only way students can communicate. Bolliger and Martin (2018) evaluate teachers’ and
students’ reactions to the implementation of socially engaging strategies in an online setting, and
by analyzing a survey, the more engaging strategies instructors incorporated in their classrooms
are icebreaker discussions, student presentations, instructor-created forums for students to ask
questions, and posts of a due date checklist (pp. 574-576). These simple, yet productive
strategies emphasize the importance of rapport and relationship-building among learners and
reinforces the concept of connectivism in online higher education.
Connectivism is a theoretical framework which advocates that students’ learning is
developed by interacting with others, and one of the key components of connectivism is that
“nurturing and maintaining connections is needed to facilitate continual learning” (Cleary, 2021,
p. 13). Although instructors want students to succeed academically and professionally, Cleary
(2021) suggests that students’ well-being and establishing a sense of togetherness within the
class first are the steppingstones needed for authentic learning to take place.
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Although these are promising aspects of remote education, Burke and Larmar (2021)
contend that “facelessness” and a lack of “personhood” make it difficult for students to interact
with each other in an online learning environment, which would make the class unengaging.
Technical communication requires skills in discussion, teamwork, and goal-orientation, and the
academic programs that are responsible for students’ preparedness must ensure their students are
competent in these skills to be successful. Collaboration is an element of social engagement,
which requires synchronous or asynchronous forms of interaction, relationship-building, and
facilitation from instructors and students to intellectually grow (Zhoc et al., 2019, p. 226).
Sundgren and Jaldemark elaborate by expressing “to be able to apply skills in collaboration and
digital technologies in group work is identified in such practices as a requirement for being able
to participate in the labor market” (p. 352). Duin, Tham, and Pederson (2021) also propose that
instructors include global virtual teams in technical communication curriculum because of an
increase in international collaboration, reliance on technology, and meeting more demands of the
profession (p. 183). As part of technical communication education, incorporating global virtual
teams can cognitively engage students as they actively participate within international contexts.
There are ways to promote social engagement in an online classroom, but providing
feedback develops an effective learning community. Mauri (2016) indicates student-led or
instructor-led feedback “[increases] students’ motivation, [enhances] their understanding of the
content and the tasks, and [optimises] the cognitive and metacognitive management of the
learning processes.” (p. 421). With the help of their peers, students recognize the areas of
improvement within their work and be more metacognitive and reflective when they plan their
next assignment. Sundgren and Jaldemark (2020) conduct a conversation analysis to assess the
implications of a writing assignment by looking at the revision history completed through
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Google Docs. Google Docs is a constructive, pragmatic tool that encourages cooperation, and
instructors can use this source to assign writing, editing, or collaborative tasks, and its version
history allows users to hold their peers accountable as they can see who is consistently working
on the document and the quality of their content. In the technical communication profession,
Google Docs is just one of many tools for students to practice cooperative and production skills.
Critical Engagement with Technology
The technical communication profession requires quality digital literacy skills to design
products, collaborate with colleagues, and accommodate the needs of the user. In order to
acquire these skills, technical communicators must be experts in communication technologies
and presentation software programs, and they must give students experiences to use appropriate
technology to get acclimated with the profession. Twenty years ago, Salvo (2002) mentioned
“reviving ethical engagement also encourages renewed emphasis on rhetorical inquiry, allowing
for exploration of new models of social and collaborative invention and exploration of new
generic forms in emerging media” (pp. 333-334). This resonates strongly today, as collaboration,
digital literacy, and rhetorical skills have become crucial for technical communicators in the
labor market. Instructors should be experts when using the educational technology they
incorporate in their online classroom, which is an element of academic engagement technology is
a tool students use to learn.
When instructors implement educational technology in their online class, they may see
higher gains in professional competency (Zhoc et. al, 2019, p. 224). Sharp and Whatley (2018)
found that students responded very well to a wiki activity, and one student said “I found it to be
better than a forum where each person adds to the discussion and reads a few of the others’ posts.
With the wiki we all have a chance to read everyone’s work, edit, and add to it. I like that we end
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up with one collaborative piece rather than several forum threads that all say similar things”
(Sharp and Whatley, 2018, p. 88). Friess and Lam (2018) support the use of Twitter in technical
communication classrooms by saying the social media platform provides an engaging,
community building space for students (p. 332). Wikis and Twitter are not the only tools
instructors can use in their virtual classrooms. Educational technology has developed over the
past few decades, with websites like Miro, Pear Deck, and Near Pods allowing students to
participate remotely and with others simultaneously.
It is important to note that Stoerger and Krieger (2016) address issues that instructors
notice in their classrooms, and one of them is students' digital literacy skills. Digital literacy
correlates with academic and/or cognitive engagement because they include problem solving and
critical thinking skills, as well as the active use of communication technology. Social media is a
tool that instructors can apply in their classrooms to help students build their digital literacy. The
writers mention “students actively use social media in their personal lives but that “skill” does
not always translate into an academic environment,” (Stoerger and Krieger, 2016, p. 23) so
instructors need to be aware of the varying degrees of digital proficiency in their classroom and
adjust their strategies to better demonstrate how to transfer social digital literacies to academic
and professional niche. To address this concern, Harris and Greer (2021) describe multimedia
practices to create engagement in the online classroom, and they declare purposeful pedagogydriven design (PPDD) correlates with student’s achieving the learning outcomes introduced by
the instructor. Using this framework, they list practical strategies educators can apply in their
virtual classrooms: welcome videos to introduce the class, draw a diagram/visual of your writing
process, create a presentation that describes previous writing experience, and use cloud-based
tools and/or web editors. With thousands of online tools readily available to instructors, it is
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important to prioritize, in this order, the instructors’ pedagogy and teaching philosophy, the
courses’ learning outcomes, and the technology that is engaging, critical, and relevant to
students’ intellectual and professional development.
It is difficult to prepare technical communication students for every job role in the
market. However, instructors can incorporate relevant strategies that encompass inclusive skills
that students can apply to any career. It is necessary to investigate the facets of engagement,
technical communication, and online education to pave the way for more researchers, educators,
and technical communicators to better understand the profession that has more room to grow.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
In this section, I discuss the research methodology and assess the curriculum of online
technical communication courses. I identified and assessed the three elements of engagement:
social, academic, and cognitive. These elements of engagement were meant to prepare students
for their careers in the technical communication profession. I conducted a content analysis of
course material, which relied on evidence from course syllabi, assignment descriptions, and
online tools, such as stock photo sites and image cropping software, to determine the forms of
engagement within each activity.
Research Questions

1. How are technical communication course assignments designed to engage
students in academic, social, and cognitive ways?
2. What strategies are technical communication instructors applying in their
online, graduate classrooms that could prepare students for their careers in
technical communication?

Selection Process
I reviewed National Center for Education Statistics’ list of the highest enrolling colleges
in the country because it is an independent, non-partisan service that publishes scientific data
regarding educational policies and practices (NCES). After looking at the data I chose University
1 and University 2 because they are public research institutions, have graduate programs in
technical communication, and have similar enrollment rates. In 2019, University 1 had roughly
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69,000 students, and its counterpart had approximately 53,000 students (NCES). While
researching both institutions’ websites, University 1 has a minority population of 49%, and
University 2 has a minority student population of 46%.
Continuing research on the universities’ websites, I found that the technical
communication program from University 1 focuses on the employability of receiving a degree in
technical communication, and the program from University 2 emphasizes a skills-based
approach, and they offer different courses regarding social media marketing and global technical
communication. However, both institutions address problem solving skills and the variety of text
types students could use in their profession, as well as skills in usability testing and visual
design. To ensure the research is reliable and consistent, I selected three courses that both
universities offer their students: (1) Technical Writing, Theory and Practice, (2) Visual Technical
Communication, and (3) Technical Editing. These courses promote necessary writing and design
skills students need to become technical communicators, but instructors teach skills in writing,
editing, and rhetoric in their own ways, so I want to examine what activities they incorporate to
teach these skills in their classrooms. Based on reviewing the teaching profiles in their respective
institution, the instructors who submitted course material for this study each had over five years
of teaching experience in technical communication education.
Data Collection
Once I received IRB exemption, and the program directors from both institutions gave
me permission to contact the instructors who taught the technical communication classes, they
sent the course content through email. I requested a set of content from three consecutive weeks;
even though instructors had the freedom to pick the starting week of the set, they could not handpick all three individual document sets that best advertise their pedagogy. Instructor A provided
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content from weeks 2-4, Instructor B sent course texts from weeks 4 and 5, Instructor C shared
material from weeks 2-4, Instructor D sent documents from weeks 3-7, and Instructor E gave me
texts from weeks 4 and 5. I received five syllabi and course schedules from five classes as well
as an average of three assignments per course.
Rationale for Content Analysis and Qualitative Research
Hughes and Hayhoe (2007) discuss the value and integrity of qualitative research and
content analysis. Qualitative research gives me the opportunity to evaluate online technical
communication course material and activities assigned by instructors and see what they are doing
to prepare their students for their workplace. Content analysis is an appropriate method for this
research project because I assess how technical communication education integrates engagement
across different institutions as a collective entity. The content analysis was an extensive
evaluation of the course material, syllabi, and assignment documents, to find direct connections
to academic, social, and cognitive engagement.
Hughes and Hayhoe (2007) assert “seeing data from multiple perspectives - for example,
using multiple researchers or multiple data collection techniques - increases rigor” (87). Social,
cognitive, and academic engagement are embedded in all levels and subjects, and the project
could shed light on current pedagogy that improves student mastery and communicates reliable
information for all educators, regardless of their own backgrounds as they continue to develop
engaging, interactive, and effective teaching.
Saldaña and Mallette (2017) describe structural coding as content analysis within the
dimensions of social, political, economic, legal, intercultural, or technological contexts (p. 161).
I incorporated social, intercultural, and technological concepts in my research as I structurally
coded content to directly find these examples in technical communication curriculum. According
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to Saldaña and Mallette (2017), structural coding such as this strengthens themes within
qualitative research because it provides nuanced ways of understanding an environment (p. 166),
and in this case, it was meant to understand current technical communication strategies in online
education.
Design of the Study
After obtaining course data, I read the course material, analyzing the purpose of the
document and the language that suggests its form of engagement. To evaluate how technical
communication instructors are creating engagement learning environments in their online
classrooms, the content analysis concentrated on course documents such as assignment
descriptions, rubrics, textbooks, and syllabi. Although I did not examine the syllabi in the content
analysis, they were incorporated within the research to provide the context, purpose, and
objectives for each course. I classified which activities adhere to social, cognitive, and/or
academic engagement.
Data Analysis
My first research question, how can academically, socially, and cognitively engaging
strategies contribute to students' mastery in technical communication skills, especially in an
online setting, is a question that I have always considered as a fundamental notion in education,
regardless of academic level or subject. In the coding, I included elements such as assessment
type, class, unit/module, and document type, and I analyzed the potential impact of each strategy
and its intent to assist students in achieving mastery of the content. Based on my second research
question, I expected to observe activities educators implement that correlate with career
preparation for technical communication students.
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I accepted any of the materials related to the assignment and were mentioned in the Data
Collection section to determine the type of engagement each assignment complies with. The
scope of analysis focused on the sentence unit because it was easier to grasp the context of the
activity because one word or phrase may not fully illustrate the intent of the assignment. I
categorized the documents according to the three forms of engagement: academic, social, and
cognitive.

.

The language of the assignment descriptions determined how an activity correlates to one
or more of the three types of engagement. For example, if the directions of a final project
required students to create a website to demonstrate knowledge of HTML and CSS, the students
not only had to understand the instruction throughout the semester, but they also had to apply
that instruction to create a tangible product. Due to the overlapping attributes, I accepted the
strategy being applicable to more than one form of engagement. When a sentence is coded, it
was documented exactly how it appears because using the organic term maintained reliability
and consistency.
As I conducted the content analysis, each assignment was coded either as a formative
assessment, which consists of low stakes activities, or as a summative assessment, which
evaluates students’ learning at the end of a unit or module. I then sorted them by subcategory,
which was the name of the assignment. To code each activity, I listed all the evidence that
corresponds to academic, social, and/or cognitive engagement. There were specific terms that I
looked for to determine the type or types of engagement the project adheres to based on the
directions. If there were words and phrases such as application, reflection, creation, and develop
within the instructions, they were just a few examples of cognitive engagement. Words such as
discuss, respond, peer review, and collaborate correlated with social engagement. Academic
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engagement codes included reflect, educational technology, read, and answer. During the
research process, I added and replaced codes due to the context of the artifacts. Based on the
evidence in the documents, I gave the text segments a code that leads to one of the three types of
engagement. I created a sample content analysis as a reference.
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Table 1. Content Analysis Sample

Instructor Course

Module/
Unit
Week

A

Technical Style
Editing
Guides

B

Technical
Writing
Ethics

Document
Title

Assessment
Category
Subcategory Code

2

Style Guide
Project

Summative

End of Unit
Assignment

5

Weekly
Check-in

Formative

Participation
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Type of
Evidence
Engagement
Create a style
guide for a
company of
Performance your choosing. Cognitive
In the
"Weekly
check-in
board” on
Miro, drag a
sticky note
into the
appropriate
space to
reflect on the
work you’ve
Educational completed this
Technology week.
Academic

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
After collecting course content from five instructors, I coded the data from the course
documents into the three forms of engagement, identified learning objects, reviewed grading
scales, and recognized class texts students were reading to familiarize themselves with the
technical communication profession. The research illustrated several strategies that instructors
integrate in their online classrooms to encourage student participation so they can achieve
mastery of the course objectives and goals.
Observations
Universities 1 and 2 have different timeframes for their terms: University 1 (Instructors
A, C, E) had semester long terms, and University 2 (Instructors B and D) had quarters. In the
Technical Editing courses, Instructor A organized the course with modules, and Instructor D
structured their class in three units. In the Visual Technical Communication courses, Instructor B
designed the class by units, and Instructor C organized it by weeks. Instructor E structured the
course by units.
Most of the instructors assigned classroom discussions, emphasizing academic discourse,
and the instructors did not just assign a set of questions; they assigned an activity and then
utilized the required readings to synthesize their analysis of the content. For example, one of the
discussions in a Visual Technical Communication class asked students to find published
information from Johns Hopkins University, and then they had to analyze the data. In this
instance, students used course content to expand their own knowledge and completed learning
objectives. In the Technical Writing, Theory and Practice class, Instructor E assigned an initial
topic paper, and that involved synthesizing multiple sources.

32

When analyzing the course content, it is important to contextualize a class because
instructors have their own pedagogy, learning objectives, and text to best instruct students.
Technical Editing, regardless of instructor, requires student technical communicators to
understand and apply copyediting, grammar, style, and ethical practices throughout multiple
revision processes and working with project management teams. Instructors whom I collected
data from hold true to this foundation. For instance, one of Instructor D’s learning objectives
read as “Understand the collaborative and social aspects of research and writing processes.” A
learning objective from another Instructor A is “Manage multiple revisions of your own work, as
well as the work of others.” The table below shows more learning objectives from the
instructors.
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Table 2. Reviewing Technical Communication Course Description
Instructor Course

Course Description

A

Technical Editing

A study of the strategies for editing the prose, design, and
illustrations of print and online technical documents.

B

Visual Technical
Communication

Principles and tools of visual communication in print and
electronic media, with an emphasis on document design,
including typography and color.

C

Visual Technical
Communication

Creation and editing of graphics in technical documents.

D

Technical Editing

Basic principles of technical editing (for print and electronic
media) including copyediting, reviews, standards, style, and
project management.

E

Technical Writing This course covers major issues and trends in technical
communication theory and the relevance of current theory to
practitioners. You will read and discuss essays by leading
technical communication theorists on the history of the
discipline, rhetorical perspectives, philosophies and theories,
and the impacts of digital tools and technologies. Key topics
will include design, user-experience/UX, ethics, and social
justice. You will also conduct research in the literature and
develop an annotated bibliography.

Cognitive Engagement in Technical Communication Classrooms
Cognitive engagement gives students the opportunity to apply the skills they read into
realistic scenarios, and they can be in the form of summative or formative assessments. I coded
cognitive – based strategies based on where it suggests create/creation, apply/application, and or
produce. Students cannot rely on simple comprehension and recall. Rather, instructors want to
observe tangible evidence to prove that students are mastering the course content, and the
impressive thing about this section is the variety of ways student proficiency can be examined.
While reviewing the course material from both institutions, I found several strategies that
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demand students to showcase their technical communication skills from their lessons and
readings, and they are in the table below.

Table 3. Identifying Cognitive Engagement
Instructor Course

Document Title

A

In this assignment, you will rewrite a
Module 2 Assign 2a: series of messages from an editor to an
Communicating with author so that they are specific,
Writers
objective, and professional.

B

D

D

D

D
E

Technical Editing

Evidence

Visual Technical
Communication

Photos and Images

Engage in photo cropping and
manipulation to develop a photo that is
effective in contributing to your larger
message.

Technical Editing

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing

You will comprehensively edit (not
just copyedit) a workplace document
for an actual client.

Technical Editing

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing

This assignment must be for a real,
live person from whom you have
obtained the document and with whom
you have spoken or corresponded
regarding your edit.

Technical Editing

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing

Technical Editing

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing

Technical Writing Initial Topic Paper
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To be eligible for full credit, submit
the following materials with your
project: a letter of transmittal
addressed to your client.
You must use a live document. A live
document means the document is
active, in use, and that any edits that
the client applies will be seen by actual
readers.
1. Identify your topic 2. Find articles
about your topic. 3. Write the paper!

One technical editing class gave students an assignment called, “Communicating with the
Writer.” In a word document, students were given ten comments that were hypothetically
unprofessional, and they had to provide context for the comment as well as a revised version of
that comment. For example, some of the statements in the assignment were “Your grammar was
weak” and “You don’t seem to have any sense of your audience.” Creativity and reproduction
are two key skills for any technical communicator, but this exercise evaluates students'
professionalism in their future workplace. When considering the relationship between academia
and industry, a technical communicator’s ability to interact with and provide effective feedback
for writers is a primary skill employers need. Their instructor gives students the space to practice
their collaboration skills that are part of 21st-century workplace professionalism.
Social Engagement in Discussion Activities
Socially engaging activities can give students a sense of belonging, especially in a virtual
setting. Discussions are an integral part of online instruction, and the following table shows the
different approaches to online discussions shared by Instructors A, C, and E.
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Table 4. Identifying Social Engagement
Instructor Course

A

A

Technical Editing

Module 2
Discussions

Technical Editing

Module 3
Discussions
Module 4
Discussion

Before the end of the week, return and
comment on at least one of your classmates’
posts. Explain why you agree or disagree.

Discussion 2

Respond to one colleague’s post. For this
response try to find someone who has posted
a different type of chart than your own.

Discussion 3

Respond to two of your colleagues. In your
response, you might compare and contrast the
data sets you found to the ones they found.

Discussion 4

Return to your group and respond to at least
one colleague, comparing and contrasting the
charts you found.

Discussion 2

Discussion Supporters: Write TWO ~200400 word responses to discussion leaders’ or
other discussion responders’ posts

Q&A: Initial
Topic Paper

I’ve received a number of questions about the
Initial Topic Paper, so I’m answering them
all here for your convenience.

Technical Editing

C

Visual Technical
Communication

C

Visual Technical
Communication

C

Visual Technical
Communication

E

Evidence
Before the end of the week, return to the
discussion and reply to at least two of your
classmates’ posts with observations and
reflections about how their research
compares and contrasts to your own.
Before the end of the week, return to the
topic and reply to at least two of your
classmates’ posts and offer substantive
feedback.

A

E

Document
Title

Technical Writing

Technical Writing

Instructor E’s discussion is quite unique compared to traditional discussions in which
students write their responses and then respond to classmates; in the activity, there was a
discussion leader and there are discussion supporters. The leaders had to write a 600 to 800 word
response, and the supporters had to write two separate 200 to 400 word responses. The activity
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expanded existing evidence of learning communities and social interaction because it is more
common to see every student respond to the same questions and students must reply to a
classmate or two. This discussion prioritized thoughts of a smaller group of students and the rest
of the class built on the leaders’ interpretation of the material. In small group discussions, all
student’s opinions are heard, and the discourse becomes more inclusive, which is how competent
learning communities are formed.
Academic Engagement
The class text prepares students for the work in the course, and it is one of the most
important ways students learn the foundations for the class and the skills they must apply in their
jobs. Before every assignment, students had to read a book or article as an introduction to the
subject matter. Some of the literature instructors assigned to their students include Hagen and
Golomisky’s White Space is Not Your Enemy and Rude’s Technical Editing. Rude’s text reviews
basic technical editing concepts such as working with writers, style guides, and project
management. Besides reading, other academically engaging strategies instructors employed
require critical thinking, recognition, and application skills. For example, one of the assignments,
the topical paper, was an extensive evaluation of issues and technical communication. The
following table illustrates examples of academic engagement in the content analysis.
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Table 5. Identifying Academic Engagement
Instructor Course

Document Title Evidence
After completing the textbook readings,
check your knowledge with a short,
interactive exercise/quiz. There will be ten
questions, each of which will ask you to
identify a specific paper markup symbol
within the document text. This exercise
Module 3
serves as practice for the assignments later
Activities
in the module.

A

Technical
Editing

B

Visual Technical Photos and
Communication Images

C

Engage in photo cropping and manipulation
to develop a photo that is effective in
contributing to your larger message.

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing

Visit https://coronavirus.jhu.edu and assess
the data using the information from this
week's readings.
There are examples of a copymarked
document on pps. 299, 301, and 303 of
Technical Editing to learn from as an
example

Discussion 2

Discussion Leaders: Use two or more of the
questions below to write a ~600-800 word
response to this week's assigned texts.

Visual Technical
Communication Discussion 4

D

Technical
Editing

E

Technical
Writing

Students’ Use of Technical Communication Technology
Part of this research project was to identify what educational technologies technical
communication instructors were applying in their classrooms. Technical communication students
need to acquire digital literacy skills before they enter the workplace, and instructors should
share their expertise with communication technologies so their students can be successful. The
results showed isolated examples of technologies relevant to the technical communication
profession. For example, Instructor A required students to use Microsoft Word for the Electronic
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Editing Exercise, Instructor B’s students used stock photo sites for an analysis project. Besides
the learning management systems, I did not observe any other evidence concerning educational
technology within the course material I received. Contrary to my original hypothesis involving
online resources, the lack of data from a small sample size, suggests that there was not a
considerable number of online tools being incorporated in online technical communication
classrooms; however, instructors may have used them in different modules during the term.
The following table shows examples of online resources the students were using during
their respective courses. Instructor E did not provide content that met this category.
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Table 6. Identifying Examples of Educational Technology
Instructor Course

A

A

Technical
Editing

Technical
Editing

Document Title

Evidence

Module 2
Discussions

Use the Internet to find two different job
listings for open Technical Editor positions.
Read through the job descriptions and, by
Wednesday, post the following information
in the Duties of a Technical Editor
discussion forum.

Module 3
Activities

After completing the textbook readings,
check your knowledge with a short,
interactive exercise/quiz. There will be ten
questions, each of which will ask you to
identify a specific paper markup symbol
within the document text.

Visual Technical Photos and
Communication Images

Engage in photo cropping and manipulation
to develop a photo that is effective in
contributing to your larger message.

Visual Technical Photos and
Communication Images

If you don’t use images in your poster,
please find free and free-for-use images via
stock photo sites (download watermarked
versions) or Flickr (search for Creative
Commons-licensed images) or the Local
First AZ Foundation website.

B

Visual Technical Analyzing a
Communication Photograph

Choose a professional photograph and
analyze it using the list of questions below.
Post your photograph and this completed
analysis sheet to the discussion board.

C

Visual Technical
Communication Discussion 2

Find a non-interactive visualization/chart
that you believe does an effective job at
conveying its message.

C

Visual Technical
Communication Discussion 4

Visit https://coronavirus.jhu.edu and assess
the data using the information from this
week's readings.

C

Visual Technical
Communication Discussion 4

Next, find a chart online that uses data from
Johns Hopkins.

B

B

D

Technical
Editing

"Freelance"
Comprehensive
Editing
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Copymark the document that appears below
(“Screaming to Sleep, Part Two: The moral
imperative to end 'cry it out'”).

Overlapping Engagement Strategies
In one of the technical editing courses, the instructor assigned a final project in which
students conducted a comprehensive edit of a document from a real client. The instructor
required students to become part time technical editors as a document used by real audiences. It
allowed technical communication students to practice career-oriented tasks to increase their
desirability on the job market. It created a real-world experience for students since cognitively
engaging strategies such as this one ensures students apply problem-solving, collaboration, and
technical communication skills that an editor needs to develop. Students collaborated with other
writers, which authentically involved them in the editing process. Students were in complete
control of editing, responding to the needs of the client, and communicating with the client to
ensure the relationship is productive.
Gradings Scales and Assignment Values
To understand the value of each activity, the grading system in the syllabi communicated
what assignments students would complete and how the assignments would be assessed. The
tables below show the grading scales sent by the instructors.
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Table 7. Evaluating Technical Editing Grading Scale - Instructor A
Assignments

Point Value

Quizzes/Tests

65

Discussions

475

Assignments

260

Final Project

200

Total

1000

Table 8. Evaluating Visual Technical Communication Grading Scale – Instructor B
Assignments
Weekly assignments and discussions

% of grade
40%

Tutorials (5 total @ 1% each)

5%

Design Plan Memo

5%

Logo/Masthead

10%

Midterm Poster Project

15%

Final Handbook Project

25%

Total

100%

Table 9. Evaluating Visual Technical Communication Grading Scale – Instructor C
Assignments

Point Value

Discussions

250

Design Practice

100

Midterm

300

Final Project

350

Total

1000
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Table 10. Evaluating Technical Editing Grading Scale – Instructor D
Assignments
Participation Introduction (1)
Syllabus & Plagiarism Agreements (2)
Register for Connect (1)
Complete Grammar and Mechanics module 50% (1)
Complete grammar and mechanics module 75% (1)
Homework Reflections (6)
Exercises (7)
Final Project Proposal (1)

Point Value

3 (6 * 0.5 points each)
42 (14 * 3 points each)

Quizzes

15 (12 * 1.25 each)

Grammar and Mechanics Module

10

Copymarking

10

Comprehensive Editing

10

Final Project

10

Total

100

Table 11. Evaluating Technical Writing Grading Scale – Instructor E
Assignments

Point Value

Personal Introduction

15

Discussions (6)

90

Reader Reports (5)

75

Initial Topic Paper

100

Midterm

250

Annotated Bibliography

120

Literature Review

250

Peer Review (2)

100

Total

1,000
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Instructor B relied on project-oriented tasks, and Instructor A structured their grading to
emphasize discussions. However, both instructors weighed multiple discussions higher than their
final projects.
The assignments that were cognitively engaging are worth more based on the syllabi.
This is consistent throughout each class as these cognitively engaging activities were summative
assessments. The literature provided potential activities that could be in the content analysis, but
the actual research showed different strategies that reinforced social, cognitive, and or academic
engagement. Few strategies overlapped, most were clearly aligned with one of the three types of
engagement; the discussions tended to include academic and cognitive levels of participation
because students had weekly readings and then they had to complete the discussion activity.
The results exhibited a diverse range of activities technical communication students can
face in the online class. The data suggested that instructors are cognizant of the issues of online
engagement. The cognitively engaging strategies were suited for career-oriented skills, whereas
the social strategies supported interaction and team-building skills, and academically engaging
tasks facilitated students’ learning of technical communication skills.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
This study evaluated the course material from graduate online technical communication
courses which I categorized as academic, social, or cognitive engagement, with possibilities for
overlapping. It’s important to research strategies that encourage engagement, especially in online
settings and for a discipline that requires hands-on application of skills before students enter the
workplace. This chapter concludes the study by reviewing the research questions, discussing
implications for the field, and sharing recommendations for future research in technical
communication education.
Summary
Zhoc et al. (2019) analyze five areas of engagement in higher education. I consolidated
them into three forms - social, academic, cognitive engagement - and conducted research to
analyze them in relation to technical communication curriculum. After I contacted technical
communication instructors, they sent me their syllabi and course material. I coded the evidence
in the documents based on the three levels of engagement, and the evidence originated from
discussions, research papers, and directions for reading material.
Observations
Research Question #1
How are technical communication course assignments designed to engage students in
academic, social, and cognitive ways?
Social, cognitive, and academic engagement are constructs that encourage student
participation and can help students achieve mastery of the course content, and learning objectives
are tools to directly communicate to students how they will achieve mastery. The content
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analysis expanded on previously researched concepts regarding online education and technical
communication because technical communication education has evolved to suit the needs of 21st
century professions. I reviewed many facets of technical communication education that were part
of this study: strategies, learning objectives, reading material, and grading systems. In Chong’s
(2016) study, the research asserts that technical communication instructors should address
flexible intelligence, relationships with users, productive discussions, and usability practices in
their classrooms (p. 23). There were examples from the data that align with Chong’s (2016)
conclusions. For instance, course texts serve as a type of academic engagement because they are
the basis for students to complete any learning objective set out by their instructors. Johnson and
Sebler’s Solving Problems in Technical Communication and Truss’s Eats, Shoots & Leaves: The
Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation are just a few of many examples of literature that
technical communication students are reading in their classes. Instructor D required students to
submit a letter of transmittal to the writers they worked with in their freelance project. As a form
of cognitive engagement, the letter of transmittal applied to one of the instructor’s learning
objectives, which was to “Use appropriate technologies to organize, present, and communicate
information to address a range of audiences, purposes, and genres.”
Online learning has different challenges compared to face-to-face instruction, but
encouraging interaction has always been a concern, regardless of the subject matter and learning
mode. I was curious to see how technical communication instructors supported contact with their
students and between students. Instructor E had a discussion board in which it is an open space
for students to ask questions about the “Initial Topic Paper.” As a form of social engagement, the
discussion board showed that the instructor is empathetic towards students, which Burke and
Larmar (2021) deem essential in higher education. The discussion board was a risk-free space in
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which they can communicate with their instructor without judgement because the instructor
knew that students would have concerns about the paper, and it was a ungraded space for all
students to ask questions. For the instructor, they could have potentially clarified misconceptions
about the class, lesson, or assignment for multiple students, which would have helped students
acquire any of the learning objective, including “Develop a thorough understanding of technical
communication theory and its application both in the workplace and in the academy.”
Research Question #2
What strategies are technical communication instructors applying in their online, graduate
classrooms that could prepare students for their careers in technical communication?
There were several strategies that I observed in my research that contributed to career
preparation, as one of the goals in higher education is for students to feel confident joining the
workforce. The Freelance Copyediting project, the Electronic Editing exercise, and the
Communicating with Writers activity required application of technical communication skills
through simulation, application, and service learning. With new technological innovations,
global collaboration, and educational evolution and reform, educators must be cognizant of
contemporary exercises that prepare students for their careers.
Green (2013) addresses the compatibility of institutions as students transition to
professionals; he describes “the ‘transfer-oriented’ learner who is in possession of certain values
and beliefs about learning, is goal-oriented, values independence, and is at ease with abstract
principles and the absence of concrete context” (p. 370). Within this context, Gardner and Korth
(1997) share an experiential learning cycle, in which active experimentation, concrete
experiences, reflective observations, and abstract conceptualization are focal points of
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cognitively engaging activities (p. 50). The Freelance Copyediting project, the Electronic Editing
exercise, and the Communicating with Writers activity were examples of cognitively engaging
strategies as they demanded students to practice communication skills, whether it be in the
technical document, with the writer, or in a simulated practice activity. Regardless of the
methods, students would expect to transfer these skills when they join the workforce as technical
communicators. There must be a balance between activities that are related to industry and the
intellectual exercises, but instructors should continue to assign more projects for students to
develop 21st century professional skill sets. Technical communicators can work in diverse
positions within any organization, so instructors must plan their curriculum based on the 21st
century responsibilities of a technical communicator, which focus on cultural and digital
literacies.
A humanities approach advocates for technical communicators to consider the social and
cultural ramifications of their work. Eble and Gaillet (2004) evaluate critical literacy in relation
to civic engagement, and they mention that attaining a sense of citizenship, professionalization,
ethical action, and effective communication are means of being an effective technical
communicator in this globalized profession (p. 350). Instructor E prioritizes the incorporation of
literature that academically engages students and requires them to examine inclusive topics that
impact the technical communication profession, including advocacy, usability, and social issues.
The table below shows a group of assigned texts for Instructor E’s Technical Writing course.
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Table 12. Instructor E’s Week 5 Reading List
Week/Dates

Topic

Readings

Week 5

Usability
and UX

1. SP: Chapter 10, “How Can Technical Communicators Plan
for Users” (237-261)
2. Tofteland-Trampe, Rachel. "Crossing the divide:
Implications for technical communication user advocates."
Technical Communication 64.2 (2017): 141-153.
3. Ramler, Mari E. "Queer Usability." Technical
Communication Quarterly (2020).

February 8-12

Students who are exposed to cultural studies will be better equipped to address and
humanities related content that they may confront in the workplace. Jones (2016) proposes
further action with participatory approaches to solve problems, build relationships between
communities, and conduct active research (pp. 354-355). It’s a tremendous responsibility for
technical communicators to project, plan, and design technical documents for users with
linguistic and cultural differences, but professional writers must acknowledge that their
audiences could be marginalized socially and technologically.
Limitations
Although the content accurately depicted current technical communication education,
there were limitations to the scope of my research that leaves more room for investigation. One
key difference between the universities were the scheduling and length of terms. One university
follows a 15 weeklong semester, but the other has three separate sessions during spring and fall
terms. The length of terms may impact how instructors organize their classes; during a sevenweek course, some instructors may assign more summative assessments such as papers and
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projects, but instructors who have a fifteen-week course can include more discussions as
formative assessments. This could have ramifications for the overall evaluation of this research.
Another limitation was that some of the documents I received for assignments were
meant to be completed over the course of several weeks, and other courses didn’t have
summative assessments and only had weekly activities. The irregularities and disparities of the
course structuring course content appeared problematic, but this study was meant to evaluate the
development of online technical communication education, it was not meant to serve as a
comparative analysis between instructors.
Not every assignment had to include state-of-art technology, but in 21st century
education, instructors have to consider digital literacy, especially in the technical communication
profession, in their pedagogy. This study showed a diverse range of activities students can face
in the technical communication classroom. After this study, further research is needed to assess
these topics more thoroughly.
Implications for Practice
Based on the material I received from Instructor A, it is important to incorporate
multimedia in technical editing curriculum so students can take the foundational instruction and
apply it in real-world contexts. Students could practice editing websites, user guides, project
manuals, and other technical documents or technology. Blau et al. (2020) examine a student’s
sense of ownership in relation to digital collaboration (p.3). When students construct their own
knowledge, notably in Instructor C’s discussions, they become more cognitively engaged
because they create their own tangible evidence of learning. Instructor D’s assigning this project
implies that students who complete similar assignments will build confidence and acquire realworld experience they will need as future technical editors. Technical communication instructors
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should find this valuable and consider it as an option in their own classrooms because students
regulate their own experiences in the technical communication field.
Assignment Types
Instructor A: Technical Editing
Instructor A, who teaches Technical Editing, had a variety of activities within a span of
three modules that included all three forms of engagement. An Information Organizing
Discussion, a Paper and Electronic Markup Activity, and an Electronic Editing Exercise
encouraged student participation as students interacted with each other, technical documents, and
the course content. With these assignments, Instructor A academically, socially, and cognitively
engages students because of the variety of activities that focused on core concepts like grammar,
electronic markup, and information organizing. As a reference, in Lang and Palmer’s (2017)
research, they designed a technical editing class, and they concentrated on application of
communication technologies, and structured their class based on Editing Essentials, Audio,
Video, and Editing for the Web Modules (p. 303). Instructor A’s teaching is meant to
academically engage students in learning foundation skills of technical editing, but it supports
the career-oriented skills from Lang and Palmer’s (2017) study because students are
academically engaging in editing practices that they will need within different technical
communication contexts.
Instructor B: Visual Technical Communication
Instructor B, who taught Visual Technical Communication, shared content that primarily
focused on document design skills, as a presentation introducing infographics, analyzing a
photograph activity, and a photo cropping assignment evaluated students’ basic skills of visual
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communication. Instructor B’s course content blends methodology and practice, particularly in
the instructors PowerPoint “Manovich’s Principles: Reduction, Spatial Variables, and
Visualization.” Welhausen (2018) contextualizes ideas surrounding a heuristic approach to
learning which resonates with Instructor B’s infographic module: “instructors and students can
draw from this shared cultural knowledge to construct visual commonplaces for these two design
elements by first exploring the meanings of colors that tend to have strong cultural associations
in Western cultures” (p. 144). Welhausen (2018) proposes that instructors teach how context
influences perception (p. 144). In the Analyzing a Photograph activity, Instructor B poses sets of
questions for evaluating visual elements, subject and composition, and the context: “Is there a
pattern to the use of color or a deliberate juxtaposition of colors?” “How are the visual elements
distributed in the photograph?” “Is there a specific historical context out of which the image
emerged?” “How might that context have informed the way the image is to be understood?”
Instructor B activity adds to Welhausen’s (2018) conclusions is academically engaging students
through questions, which require students to critically think about the visual text and its effect on
viewers.
Instructor C: Visual Technical Communication
In the Visual Technical Communication course, Instructor C shared three discussion
prompts, and each discussion had different requirements and activities for students, such as
researching organizations who publish technical documents and responding to prompts the
instructor provides based on their research. Allen and Benninghoff (2004) believed there should
be a balance between balancing the demands of communication technologies and the humanities
(p. 159). Instructor C expanded on Allen and Benninghoff’s (2004) ideas by directing students to
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“Find a non-interactive visualization/chart that [they] believe does an effective job at conveying
its message.” Instructor C allowed students to construct their own ideas of multimedia texts and
evaluate how the message impacts the users’ perception of the texts. In this instance, students
had individual responsibility to research, identify, and evaluate visual texts, and the variety of
activities they completed give them the chance to research, analyze, and discuss, and some of the
activities permit student choice and autonomy, which makes discussion more academically
engaging.
Instructor D: Technical Editing
The Freelance Comprehensive Editing project assigned by Instructor D encompassed
several components of technical communication and covered multiple modules over the course
of the term. Collaboration and learning communities are meant to be purposeful, planned, and
realistic based on the subject matter and learning goals. Thota (2015) addresses shifts in
education and emphasizes the transition from “a focus on information delivery to
communication, from passive learning to inquiry-based and interactive engagement, and from
individual learners to socially situated and real-world contexts” (p. 82). The Freelance
Comprehensive Editing project was an accumulation of academic, social, and cognitive
engagement as students collaborated with a writer, practice editing skills, and apply the concepts
that they read in the course readings for a live document.
Matthews and Zimmerman (1999) describe the benefits of service learning, as it
concentrates on critical thinking skills, awareness of learning, and attention to relationships,
especially with writers from other cultures (p. 385). This project is another example of students’
taking ownership of their learning as they become a technical editor in a professional setting.
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Learning communities, like the one used in this project, can be an integral part of higher
education and online settings, especially technical communication programs, but this analysis
brought up issues of how often instructors should assign collaborative work. Besides the
proposal, there wasn’t direct evidence stating the level of involvement Instructor D had during
the duration of the project; students had ultimate responsibility for coordinating their service
learning. Although this is a graduate course, students still need assistance and guidance to ensure
their project runs smoothly. Nielson (2016) reflects on her own experiences with incorporating
service learning in her online technical communication classroom, and to better facilitate projects
like Instructor D’s, she socially engaged with students on a consistent basis through individual
email correspondences, virtual or in-person conferences, and discussion board posts where
students ask for help (p. 246). It is important for instructors to maintain constant presence during
extensive projects and assessments because students who perceive their teacher as an advocate,
they will participate more in the class and advocate for themselves to succeed in the course.
Instructor E: Technical Writing, Theory and Practice
Instructor E had a variety of strategies that encourage engagement. Technical Writing, as
the introductory course is essential for students to understand the methods and research regarding
the technical communication profession. This study implies that there are ways in which students
can be engaged and actively participate in discussion assignments. Discussions traditionally
consist of a question or a set of questions that students must answer within a word or paragraph
limit, and then they must respond to classmates for full credit. Most of the instructors deviated
from conventional expectations and require students to academically engage in research and/or
complete a task to make connections to technical communication methods. Instructor E used
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discussions to integrate culturally diverse subjects in the realm of technical communication.
Scott (2004) explains that humanities-related discourse and cultural studies clarify
misconceptions regarding immediate rhetorical situations, discrete discourse communities, and
production processes to account for the larger cultural conditions and circulation of discourse (p.
299). To conceptualize how learning communities discuss cultural studies, Table 13 shows the
required texts from Week 4, and Figures 1 and 2 show the Discussion 2 prompts Instructor E
assigns once the students read the required texts.

Table 13. Instructor E’s Week 4 Reading List
Week/Dates

Topic

Week 4

Technology 1. Kimball, M. A. (2006). Cars, culture, and tactical technical
communication. Technical Communication Quarterly,
15(1), 67–86. 2.
2. Kimball, Miles A. "Tactical technical communication."
(2017): 1-7.
3. Selfe, Cynthia L., and Richard J. Selfe. "The politics of the
interface: Power and its exercise in electronic contact
zones." College composition and communication
45.4(1994): 480-504.
4. Pick ONE of the following:
a. Jones, Natasha N., and Miriam F. Williams.
"Technologies of disenfranchisement: Literacy
tests and Black voters in the US from 1890 to
1965." Technical Communication 65.4 (2018):
371-386.
b. Dorpenyo, Isidore Kafui. "Risky Election,
Vulnerable Technology: Localizing Biometric Use
in Elections for the Sake of Justice." Technical
Communication Quarterly 28.4 (2019): 361-375.

February 1-5

Readings
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Figure 1. Questions 1-4 of Discussion 2.

Figure 2. Questions 5-9 of Discussion 2.
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With remote jobs becoming more relevant in today’s workplace, online students have a
greater advantage as they are already able to work virtually and practice digital literacy skills.
Online learning communities create meaningful, professional relationships between students and
staff, especially when they are exploring cultural topics and issues. Academic discourses are
imperative in education, especially online education, as Cleary (2021) mentions “connectivism
gives prominence to the capacity of the learner to find information dynamically rather than
seeking to acquire fixed knowledge” (p. 14). Instructor E used discussions dynamically with
leaders and supporters, which encourages social engagement because supporters must carefully
consider the ideas of the leaders. Traditionally, students explain their thoughts about a writer
whom they have no direct contact with; Instructor E requires supporters to express their thoughts
of the leader’s text in relation to their own ideas and values. It can be a daunting activity, but
Instructor E’s discussion format implies that it is possible to create connectivism in an online
classroom.
Recommendations
This research suggests technical communication instructors must ensure their
academically, socially, and cognitively engaging strategies contribute to students’ transfer of
learning to industry. Instructors could offer a variety of practice, application, analysis, and
collaboration in online learning, especially since technical communication requires hands-on
approaches and real-world contexts to master technical communication theories and methods. I
discussed social engagement throughout this research, primarily between students. Although
there were examples of instructor communication in the data, I recommend that instructors create
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more presence in their online classrooms. To establish a strong learning community, instructors
must lead, guide, and build meaningful relationships with their students. If technical
communication students see their instructors’ being active and participating in the class, they
may be motivated to engage as well.
I recommend that instructors must address socially conscious issues that affect one or
more parties, and in this case, students. Students must be directly taught how to tackle a project
for diverse audiences and colleagues because it is not something that can be inherently learned,
so instructors assign socially engaging discussions regarding social issues and citizenship, or
they could require students to complete a cognitively engaging project in which they conduct a
usability test with a diverse group of users. This can be in the form of class readings, discussions,
and/or research papers. Technical communication students must be advocates for their clients
and audiences, and that starts in the classroom.
There was one example of service learning in the data, but the research suggests that
technical communication instructors should emphasize these activities, especially when the
profession has become globalized. Hayhoe (2005) asserts that technical communicators need to
develop and strengthen global alliances, especially with countries in the eastern hemisphere China and India for example - who have economic authority across the world (p. 265). I
recommend technical communication instructors concentrate on constructive learning theories
should involve additional studies about the many facets of service learning because it can
cognitively engage students. Some questions include transnational collaboration, service-learning
technologies, and appropriate strategies to achieve learning directors that come inside with this
practice.
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Instructors were applying purposefully driven pedagogy with socially, academically, and
cognitively engaging tasks to gauge student participation, effort, and learning. Instructors
planned each activity to educate students effectively. However, there wasn’t a diverse array of
online resources throughout the data. To combat this, Vie (2017) claims “teacher trainers with
scholarly expertise in and knowledge about social media will be needed to lead the way to
showcase why and how online TPC faculty should include social media in pedagogy” (p. 352). I
recommend more teacher training and more inclusion of communication technology for students
to practice with before graduating. Web design, editing programs, and social media content
creation are potential responsibilities for technical communicators, so it would be appropriate to
include technology that requires students to apply current, relevant skills.
Future Research
Zhoc et al. (2019) evaluate affective engagement, but I chose not to include it in my
research because I wanted to focus on the curriculum. Scholars could continue research to
understand why and how students feel engaged to succeed in online school. Since I studied
student engagement with a curricular viewpoint, scholars could also research student perceptions
of instructors’ strategies and the intrinsic motivation of students and how they respond to certain
strategies. Means of analyzing student motivation could include surveys, student samples of
work, teacher reflection, and/or interviews.
Overall, this study suggests that online, graduate technical communication education is
evolving appropriately, and the research shows that, as students completed research papers,
participated in collaboration activities, and demonstrated application of skills learned from the
class texts. As technical communication students engage in these strategies, they will be more
competent in providing performance support systems making it easier for audiences to use
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services proficiently, and managing effective communication, which are key principles for the
profession according to the Society for Technical Communication. The more students practice
editing, graphic design, and writing skills, the more competent they are as professionals. As the
technical communication education evolves, so must its research that is dedicated to
understanding how students learn effectively. This study is a steppingstone for further research
into online education and the technical communication profession.
The primary purpose of this research was to investigate socially, cognitively, and
academically engaging strategies within online graduate technical communication programs. I
only used a small sample size, but the content I collected clarified key concepts within my topics,
but it also leaves room for more research. In regards to career preparation, there were examples
of strategies that offered students practical application of reading material and instruction to
industry, and the current state of technical communication education is trending in the right
direction. I hope that this project inspires educators and researchers to continue the work I
completed as we understand how students can learn to be technical communicators in local,
national, and globalized markets.
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APPENDIX A: EMAIL TEMPLATE FOR INSTRUCTOR CONTACT

Good afternoon (Instructor’s name),
My name is Tabatha Kless, and I’m a second-year graduate student at the University of Central
Florida, where I am in the MA English - Technical Communication program. I am completing
my thesis project which concentrates on engagement in technical communication courses and
will be completing a content analysis.
I have reviewed (the institution’s name) Technical Communication program, as well as your
faculty profile, and I am writing to ask you about the possibility of my collecting course material
from your online (name of class) graduate class. I do not need student work or information.
Rather, my goal is to collect the course syllabus and documents such as rubrics, assignment
descriptions, and module introductions, from three consecutive weeks, such as weeks 2,3,4 or
8,9,10, or any other set you are willing to share. With these texts, I plan to thematically evaluate
how the material adheres to social, academic, and/or cognitive engagement.

Thank you for your consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,
Tabatha Kless
Graduate Student
MA English - Technical Communication
University of Central Florida
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APPENDIX B: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD EXEMPTION LETTER
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